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ABSTRACT
Individuals who are mandated to report child abuse
hold a great responsibility in society. Mandated
reporters are those who, in the scope of their
employment, have frequent contact with children and are

legally required to report suspected child abuse and

neglect.
The participants of this study were paraprofessional

employees of a San Bernardino after-school program. One
hundred and twenty participants completed a

self-administered survey questionnaire. This
questionnaire consisted of demographic information to

gain background knowledge about the population, a 5-point
Likert scale to determine the sample's attitudes and

beliefs towards their role as mandated reporter, and
three hypothetical vignettes to test their knowledge of

the reporting process and their reporting behaviors.
The purpose of this study was to evaluate mandated

reporters' knowledge about the reporting process,
attitudes, and beliefs towards the mandated reporting

laws, and their resistances and barriers to reporting
suspected child abuse.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION
Problem Statement
The World Health Organization reports that

approximately 40 million children under the age of 15
have experienced abuse and neglect requiring health and

social care (Westby, 2007). The most common ways that
child abuse and neglect are discovered are through child

disclosure, perpetrator disclosure, or accidental
disclosure. After the disclosure of child abuse or

neglect, it is a citizen's choice whether or not to

initiate a child abuse or neglect report to a child
protective agency. Although it is a citizen's choice
whether or not to make a report, there are certain

persons who are considered mandated reporters of child
abuse and neglect (Child Abuse Prevention Council of

Sacramento, Inc., 2009).

Furthermore, mandated reporting laws were prompted
by the passage of the Child Abuse Prevention and

Treatment Act of 1974 (P.L. 93-241) which required all 50

states to enact laws requiring certain professionals who
have frequent contact with children to report suspected
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child abuse or neglect (Lung & Daro, 1996). Currently,
all 50 states, the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico,

American Samoa, Guam, the Northern Mariana Islands, and
the U.S. Virgin Islands have laws allocating the persons

required to report child abuse and neglect. These

individuals are professionals who have frequent contact
with children, such as social workers, teachers,
physicians, mental health workers, members of law

enforcement, and childcare providers (Child Welfare
Information Gateway, 2010).

California penal code sections 11164-11174.3 are
known as the Child Abuse and Neglect Reporting Act. The

intent of this law is to protect the child and any other
children in the home, to provide help and resources for
the parent or caretaker, and to be a catalyst for change

in the home environment and prevent the risk of further

abuse. Furthermore, any citizen is encouraged to report
suspected or known child abuse to a child protective

services agency; however, mandated reporters are required

by law to make a report. In California, mandated
reporters are any persons who "in the scope of their

employment... has a special relationship or contact with

2

children or the home" (Child Abuse Prevention Council of

Sacramento, Inc., 2009, para. 5).
According to the Child Abuse Prevention and

Treatment Act, each state is accountable for defining its
own version of child abuse and neglect, describing the

situations that require mandated reporters to report
known or suspected child abuse, providing a definition
for juvenile/family courts when to take custody of the

child, and identifying the types of maltreatment that are
criminally punishable. California law stipulates that

mandated reporters be required to call a Child Protective
Agency to verbally report the suspected abuse and/or

neglect. Next, the mandated reporter must file a written
report on the SS 8572 Department of Justice Suspected

Child Abuse Report Form within 36 hours of verbally
reporting the abuse. If a mandated reporter fails to

report abuse and/or neglect, this person is guilty of a

misdemeanor crime which can result in up to six months in
county jail and/or $1,000 in fines. Additionally,

mandated reporters are at risk of losing their license or
credential (Child Abuse Prevention Council of Sacramento
Inc., 2009) .

3

It is estimated that the actual number of cases of
child abuse and neglect is three times greater than those

reported to the authorities (Child Abuse Prevention

Council of Sacramento Inc., 2009). Thus, in order to

further protect children, it is essential to investigate
why mandated reporters often fail to inform authorities

of suspected or known child abuse. In 2006, San

Bernardino County received 15,940 child abuse referrals
involving 29,584 children, much greater than surrounding

counties (Children and Family Services, 2006) proving
that further research of the barriers and resistances to

mandated child abuse reporting is necessary. Previous
research studies mandated reporters such as teachers,
hospital personnel, social workers, and mental health
providers; however, there is a clear lack of research on

paraprofessionals. It is important to investigate the

paraprofessionals' barriers to reporting at this point in
time in order to protect children from further abuse and

neglect as soon as possible.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to examine the

resistances and barriers that paraprofessionals who work

4

in an after school program have to reporting child abuse.

Although California laws have been in place since 1963

mandating this population to report child abuse, many
cases continue to go unreported. Statistics show that

since 1990, 52% of child abuse reports made each year are
by mandated reporters (Child Abuse Prevention Council of
Sacramento, Inc. 2009). With so much of the child welfare

system relying upon mandated reporters, researching the

problems associated with mandating reporting is

essential.
More specifically, it is important to learn more

about the paraprofessionals who are working with children
in after school programs because this is a population who

sees the children almost every day in a one-on-one
setting. Due to these factors, whether it is observing a
physical sign of abuse or hearing the child disclose of

abuse, these paraprofessionals have many opportunities to
discover potential cases of child abuse or neglect.
The paraprofessionals that were studied are from a

local non-profit agency who employs workers for their
after school programs in compliance with the No Child

Left Behind Act of 2002. This program exists to bring
after school programs to low income areas and the grant
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for the program is given to schools based on their

reduced and free lunch qualifications which are based on

family income. The employees of this program must have
earned an Associate's Degree or equal (48 semester

credits or 72 quarter credits) or have passed the No
Child Left Behind certification test. In addition, the.

employees consist of unemployed credentialed teachers,
persons who have chosen this as a career, and college
students. The non-profit agency runs this program at high
schools, junior high schools, and elementary schools,
employing approximately 260 permanent employees and 40

substitute employees (Lipskey W., personal communication,

2009). All current employees were considered for this
study.
Qualifications for employment at the after school

program include an interview with the non-profit agency,
passage of a drug test, and a background test.
Additionally, the employees must attend a training that

includes becoming informed of their status as a mandated
reporter. At conclusion of the training, employees must
sign paperwork stating that they are in agreement with
the mandated reporting statutes.
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The research method that was used to carry out this

study was a survey questionnaire design using a
non-probability convenient sample. The survey
questionnaire has been previously employed to study

teachers' views of mandated reporting (Kenny, 2000).
Since teachers and the paraprofessionals who work with

children in the afterschool care program are held to the

same mandated reporting standards, it is believed to have
the same validity and reliability for this sample.

Significance of the Project for Social Work
Each day child welfare institutions across the

country are reliant upon the public to make reports of
suspected child abuse. Social workers and child abuse
investigators must be notified by reporters of the need

to investigate a particular family or child so that
appropriate intervention can occur between the department
and family in order to prevent children from being the

victim of child abuse and neglect. Whether mandated

reporters are prepared and willing to make these reports
is unknown. In order to better understand the experiences

of mandated reporters and the barriers and choices they
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encounter these reporters' experiences must be recorded

and studied.
This project is specifically relevant to social work

as studying the barriers paraprofessional mandated

reporters experience will potentially allow social
workers and child welfare institutions to design and

implement more practical child abuse identification

trainings. Insight can also be gained about how to.best
streamline the reporting process and make accommodations
in the reporting practice to increase the user

friendliness of reporting. This study will also

contribute to better understanding in regards to what

mandated reporters are reporting and what they are seeing
and experiencing but not reporting. Having this data can
give child welfare personnel better insight into

populations or types of abuse that may be underreported.

Finally the results of this study can potentially
contribute to both social work policy and practice by
giving the mandated reporter trainers better insight into

reporter barriers, as well as a foundation to base future
reporting policies.
This research will allow professionals to better

address the misconceptions and shortcomings of mandated
8

reporters as they assess the children they interact with
for child abuse. This research will also help child

welfare professionals assess the ongoing issues in

mandated reporter trends including issues that may

correspond to the populations and types of abuse that are
commonly overlooked by mandated reporters.

By .identifying what barriers are perceived by
educational paraprofessionals, social workers will know
where they are needed the most to help facilitate the

appropriate reporting of child maltreatment cases. With

this in mind the research question to be studied is: what
are the perceived barriers educational paraprofessionals

have in regards to making a mandated child abuse report.

Further study will also include how educational
paraprofessionals identifying the signs and symptoms of
child abuse, and how do policies about making child abuse

reports affect the paraprofessionals' likelihood to
report?

9

CHAPTER TWO

LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction

Chapter two is a comprehensive review of the
literature currently published regarding mandated
reporters. This chapter first reviews studies focused on
the perceptions of mandated reporters from across all the

professional reporting fields. The second subsection will

focus on studies of mandated reporters within the field

of education, and finally a review of the theories
guiding conceptualization will be included.
Perceptions of Mandated Reporters

There are many varying Perceptions related to the
issue of mandated reporting. Mandated reporters face
legal consequences if they fail to report suspicions of
child abuse and neglect, but does that mean they agree

with these mandates? A spectrum of perspectives exist
from very much in favor all the way to Melton (2005) who

feels that mandated reporting is now "a policy without

reason" (p. 9). Melton (2005) proposes that mandated
child abuse reporting should "facilitate voluntary

assistance to children and families - to create or

10

sustain the norms of caring that prevent harm to
children"

(p. 15).

Mathews and Bross (2008), on the other hand, argued
that members of American society do not possess the

characteristics that Melton advocates and that the
advantages of mandated reporting far outweigh the
disadvantages. Furthermore, he explained that without

laws for mandating child abuse, society would be far less
capable to protect children because most cases would not

come to the attention of authorities. Needed for further
investigation is if the mandated reporters' perception of
the law affect their likelihood to report suspected cases

of abuse.
Mathews and Bross (2008) used statistics to back
their argument and reported that in the United States in

2004, research shows that only 0.5% of substantiated

reports came from children who disclosed their own abuse,

0.1% came from reports by alleged perpetrators, 4% came
from reports by non-perpetrating parents, and 67.3% came

from professionals who are mandated reporters.
Furthermore, Mathews and Bross explain that annual child

deaths in the United States have decreased from 3000-5000

to about 1100 since the implementation of increased
11

reporting, investigation, and treatment services. Mathews
and Bross hold the opinion that "to forgo the proven

outcomes of mandated reporting would sacrifice the
disclosure of many and probably most cases" (2008,

p. 512) .

Additionally, Besharov (2005) felt that major
advancement has been made in battling child abuse and

that increases in the reports of child abuse resulted in
the prevention of child injury and death. However,

Besharov explained that even with this advancement in

preventing child abuse, many children continue to fall

through the cracks. Besharov believes it is necessary to

reform the reporting process because "the problem of
nonreporting has been compounded by the problem of
inappropriate reporting" (p. 2).

Many professionals defended the number of unfounded
reports that were made because they feel that it is a

necessary price to pay for properly protecting children;

however, Besharov argued that these unfounded reports
were unfair to the families involved and that it places
avoidable inconveniences on already overwhelmed agencies.
In addition, the investigations of cases stemming from

inappropriate reports expends limited agency resources,
12

leaving workers with less time to respond to children in

real danger and causing abused and neglected children to
die in part because the workers are weighed down by the

need to investigate inappropriate reports (Besharov,
2005) .

Besharov (2005) believes inappropriate reporting can
and should be decreased. Besharov included a number of

ways inappropriate reports could be reduced and suggested

clarifying child abuse reporting laws, providing
continuing public education and professional training
about child abuse reporting, screening reports, modifying
liability laws, giving feedback to persons who report,
and adopting an agency policy on reporting.

Moreover, Delaronde, King, Bendel, and Reece (1999)
studied the opinions of social workers, pediatricians,
and physician assistants and their support for the

existing child abuse mandated reporting policies in
comparison to an alternative reporting policy. This study
consisted of 561 randomly sampled MSW social workers,

pediatricians, and physician assistants from Connecticut
and Massachusetts. The researchers created a self-report

questionnaire and data was collected through the mail.

The dependent variables of this study were the
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respondents' opinions about the existing child abuse
reporting statue in their state, and their opinions about
an alternative reporting policy. The independent

variables included the respondents' professional training
background, age, attitudes towards reporting, as well as
level of certainty when making a report. Respondents'

opinions were collected using a 5-point Likert scale
ranging from "strongly disagree" to "strongly agree".
The major difference between the existing policy and
the alternative policy was the inclusion of a Critical

Intervention Specialist. The role of the Critical
Intervention Specialist was to consult with the mandated

reporters and to help with the determination of less
severe cases of abuse, such as minor physical abuse,

neglect, emotional abuse, or at risk situations, which

may not have been as clear to the mandated reporter. The
Critical Intervention Specialist would then determine if
the report was necessary to make to Child Protective

Services.
The results of this study showed that slightly more

support was given for the existing model than for the
alternate model. This study found that 58% of the

mandated reporters did not report all suspected cases of
14

abuse, and this group was significantly more likely to

support the alternative policy as compared to the group
that reported all suspicions. Additionally, the social
workers were much more likely to favor the alternative
model as compared to the physicians and physician

assistants. The findings of this study conclude that the

opinions of mandated reporters should be taken into

consideration when creating the model for mandated child
abuse reporting (Delaronde et al., 1999).
Mandated Reporters within the
Field of Education

Lombard, Michalak, and Pearlman (1986) conducted

original research asking teachers questions to indicate
their reporting trends, attitudes.to reporting, as well

as questions that revealed the teachers' child abuse

symptom knowledge. The results of the Lombard et al.
study indicated that in general teachers were not

prepared to make reports of child maltreatment; many were

unable to identify the symptoms of child abuse. Most
teachers stated they are more willing to report abuse if
someone else could validate their suspicion. Lombard's

research design was quite small, 134 participants in an
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urban school district, making generalizability to rural
and geographically different areas difficult.
The Lombard et al.

(1986) study was the basis for

the study conducted by Hinson and Fossey (2000), which
consisted of 56 Louisiana elementary school teachers who
completed a survey that concluded the types of abuse they

suspected, their reporting procedures, and their
perceptions of legal consequences.

Fifty-two percent of the participant teachers in

this study indicated that they suspected at least one of
the students had suffered abuse by a parent or guardian

during the last school year. Furthermore, the survey
asked if the teachers felt that they could accurately

identify signs of physical abuse in their students and

59% of the participants stated they could accurately
identify signs of physical abuse, 38% felt they could
not, and 3% were unsure. Yet, 79% of the participants

were able to list three symptoms of physical abuse.
Hinson and Fossey (2000) suggest that this seems to

signify that many teachers are unaware of the symptoms of
physical abuse but would suspect abuse if the symptoms

were evident or were compatible with those they feel
represent abuse.
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Regarding sexual abuse, Hinson and Fossey's (2000)

study showed that teachers were not as knowledgeable

about the indicators of sexual abuse as compared to their

knowledge of physical abuse. 16% felt they could

accurately identify symptoms of sexual abuse, 77%
revealed that they could not, and 7% were unsure.

However, when asked to list three symptoms of sexual

abuse, 61% were able to list three of the symptoms and
35% were not.

Hinson and Fossey (2000) also indicated the reasons

teachers decided not to report some cases. These reasons
(listed in order by most common answer) include: feeling
that it would not help to report; fear of reprisal to

child for reporting; not wanting to invade the family's

privacy; fear of being sued; fear that their supervisor
would not support them; not wanting to get involved;
unsure that abuse was occurring; and fear that reporting

would cause pressure at work. This study also concluded
that many teachers were unsure about who they report
suspected abuse to. The responses the teachers gave

(listed in order by most common) were: principal; DSS;
school nurse; school social worker; assistant principal;

guidance counselor; and law enforcement agency. In
17

conclusion of this study, it is shown that many teachers
are unsure of the symptoms of abuse, misinformed about

the reporting process, and failing to report even though

they are aware they are legally obligated to. These
failures in the mandating reporting resulted in many
cases going unreported, resulting in the possibility of
children continuing to suffer abuse.

In addition, Kesner and Robinson (2002) examined the
characteristics of child abuse reports made by

educational personnel as compared to three other groups

(legal, medical, and social services) of mandated reports
of child abuse. For this study, the researchers analyzed
data from the 1997 National Child Abuse and Neglect Data

Systems (NCANDS).

Results show that the ages of the children for which
the reports are being made significantly vary from

educational personnel as compared to the three other
groups, specifically the medical field. These results

were not surprising to the researchers, because medical

professionals often see children at a younger age than
educational personnel. Additionally, there was a low
substantiation rate for educational personnel as compared
to the other groups. Educators are 25% of the reports
18

being made by mandated reporters; however, they have the

lowest substantiation rate. Additionally, this research
indicates that educational personnel have the highest

reporting of physical abuse yet the least reporting of
neglect, as compared to the other groups of mandated
reporters, and the reasons for this are unclear. Kesner
and Robinson (2002) partially blame the unfounded

reports, insufficient evidence in reports, and failing to

notice some forms of abuse on the lack of quality in the
teacher education programs. The researchers further

explain,

When viewed from an ecological systems perspective,
the interaction of the expertise of the school

social worker and the teachers will most effectively

address the issue of identification of child abuse.
In today's society schools are becoming agents of
social change,

(p. 229)

Thus, school employees need to be at the forefront of
addressing child maltreatment, because they hold great

responsibility in ensuring the protection of children.

Furthermore, Kenny (2004) studied teachers'

knowledge of the signs or child maltreatment, reporting
procedures, legal issues surrounding child abuse and
19

their attitudes toward corporal punishment. For this

study, 200 teachers from the Miami-Dade County School
District took the Educators and Child Abuse Questionnaire
(ECAQ) consisting of 12 statements with the option to

respond on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from "strongly
agree" to "strongly disagree." The results showed that
the majority of teachers felt that the administration in

their school would not support them if they made a report
of child abuse and that they believed they could be sued
if their report was unfounded. Additionally, only 13% of

teachers reported knowledge of their school's procedures
for reporting child abuse and the majority of teachers
did not feel that they were aware of the signs and

symptoms of child maltreatment. This study also concludes
that approximately two-thirds of the participants

reported that they received no training in child abuse

during their pre-service (Kenny, 2004).
With the role of mandated reporters being so crucial
to the functions of the Departments of Child Protective

Services nationwide one would gather that there are
constant and regular checks to see if educational

professionals are in fact fulfilling their reporting
expectations. However, this is not so. The review of the
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literature came back with few hits for the effectiveness
of mandated reporting laws, the reporting trends of

school officials or even the ability for school employees
to identify the signs and symptoms of abuse. By searching
for the school paraprofessionals not a single article or
study could be found that specifically detailed the

experiences of this population.

According to a study by Bryant and Milsom (2005),
school counselors were found to be reporting 77.8% of all

suspected child abuse symptoms. Meaning school counselors
reported a majority of suspected child abuse cases and

were over 80% more likely to report a suspected case of

child abuse than a teacher. The findings of this study

indicate that school personnel were likely aware of the
child abuse symptoms and reporting procedures. Perhaps

teachers believe that the counseling staff is more

duty-bound to be the school's child abuse reporters. It
is important to point out, however, that these findings
were geographically limited to the Midwest state in which

they were collected. The study sample was not diverse
enough to be entirely generalizable throughout the United

States. With this large difference found between teachers
and counselors reporting trends, how much more likely are
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teachers to report suspected abuse than the

paraprofessional?
It appears it is not the mandated reporter's ability
to report or suspect abuse that barricades them from

reporting, rather than a notion of the labor division.
Are teachers not reporting because they believe it is the

role of the counselors or social workers to report? To

further explore this notion social work theory must be
examined.
Theories Guiding Conceptualization

Ecological systems theory suggests that the constant

transaction of an individual to the systems or
environment around them influences the individual's

actions, perceptions, and beliefs (Hepworth, Rooney,
Rooney, Strom-Gottfried, & Larsen, 2006). It is this

mandated reporter in environment approach that can
explain how barriers or perceptions of the environment

affect the reporting statistics of the mandated reporter.

If the ecological systems theory is at play, mandated

reporters may cite outside reasons or other systems that
affected their decision to report or not report a
suspected case of child abuse.
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An example of some of these ecological systems that

affect reporting statistics is outlined in Svensson and
Janson article (2008) about perceived loyalties in
preschool staff. The article indicates that it was not

always the suspicion of abuse that was the determining
factor for reporting, but rather many outside systems.
The perceived support of the principle, school counselor
and other administrative staff were cited as barriers, as

well as the reporters' relationship to the child's parent
(p. 28). This article indicates that when looking at
mandated reporters, an ecological systems perspective can

be useful for understanding factors that affect reporting

trends. A limitation found in this study, however, is
that the participants were asked to answer the questions

in a group. Having groups answering the questions can

sometimes change the answers that other group members may
have given (Grinnell & Unrau, 2008).

In the theory of resistance, change is perceived as
usually unnecessary unless faced with overwhelming

evidence to the contrary. Resistance is an adaptive part
of the human condition which keeps the individual or
group in homeostasis. Further, it is also the phenomenon

which makes, in some situations, changing from the status
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quo extremely difficult (Anderson & Stewart, 1984).

Resistance theory indicates that people are very

resistant to change unless that change is "perceived by
the person to be necessary or beneficial" (p. 1).

If resistance theory is at play for the mandated

reporter the research results may find that even if there

is no lack of education or knowledge on the part of the
reporter about what to report, if the person does not see

making the report as beneficial, they will not report. In
resistance theory the barriers to reporting are internal.
Educational paraprofessionals who are often overworked
and underpaid may have little motivation to report and

may even perceive reporting to be an additional and

unwelcomed workload (Ricardo, 1995).
Mandated reporters who have had negative

interactions with child welfare organizations in the past

may also hhve resistance to report if they do not
perceive reporting abuse as beneficial. Further, barriers
for the paraprofessional include company policies that

mandate that reports be made only by administrators or
full time faculty, and the perceived low status of the
paraprofessional position. When paired with poor and
inadequate training as well as ambiguity concerning the
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reporting law resistance can have a profound effect on
the likelihood of a mandated reporting abuse.

Another hypothesis of mandated reporter barriers and
resistances can be explained by the social psychological
theory of cognitive dissonance. According to Festinger
(1962) dissonance is experienced by someone when they

hold two contradicting beliefs or cognitions, which leads
the individual to seek a resolution because the

dissonance is unpleasant. Festinger used this theory to
explain motivation, and found that the more negative an

experience, the more positive of a distortion is applied
to rationalize why the individual did the behavior.
Festinger illustrated this reaction by giving

research participants either one dollar or twenty dollars
to explain to the incoming new research participants why
the experience was positive. Participants who only

received one dollar were more likely to believe that

participation in the study was actually more positive
than the participants that received the twenty dollars.
Festinger explained that this occurred because the

participants who only received one dollar experienced
cognitive dissonance when the reward for lying was so

low, so they resolved this by changing their opinion of
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the incident to be more favorable and therefore less

dissonant with their behavior (Festinger, 1962).

Aronson (1997), a student of Festinger's, took the
theory of cognitive dissonance further. Finding that
cognitive dissonance is the greatest when the dissonance

is rooted in a concept the individual holds about
themselves but is directly dissonant with a behavior the
individual is doing. Aronson also explained that

generally people's self concepts include that they are

decent and cleaver human beings, are competent, morally
good, and that individuals continually attempt to keep a
consistent view of themselves.

Aronson goes on to explain that individuals also

attempt to avoid doing things that "astonish them", or
make them "feel stupid or guilty" (Aronson, 1997,

p. 131). Because individuals see themselves as decent,
cleaver and morally good when behaviors are performed
that are without adequate justification, Arson explains
that the individual will begin to believe the lie in an

attempt to convince themselves that the actions are
appropriate. This results in a changed cognitive belief

in order to justify behaviors that are being carried out.
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If cognitive dissonance is at play with the

population of educational paraprofessionals, participants
will likely have a solid moral sense of self. Though

non-reporting could potentially act as a dissonant

behavior with this self-belief, participants will likely
cite outside beliefs about reporting child abuse which

justifies their actions of non-reporting. Perhaps

participants will see reporting child abuse as a waste of
time because they believe CPS does not generally help

children, or participants may believe that child abuse is
just not a problem in their schools to explain why they

have taken no action in reporting.

Summary
Through completing a comprehensive review of the

available literature looking at mandated reporter habits,
trends and barriers it is clear that the role of the

paraprofessional in this literature is missing. Though

this population's job duties bring them into one-on-one
interaction with children each day, little is known about

this population. A review of the theories suggests that
because of the comparatively low pay, low status of the

paraprofessional and cognitive dissonance, the
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perceptions of the paraprofessional may inhibit their
reporting of suspected child abuse.
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CHAPTER THREE
METHODS
Introduction
This section will include a comprehensive

description of the methods that will be used to conduct

this research study. Specifically, this section will

address the design of the study, the sample, data
collection and instruments, procedures, protection of
human subjects, and methods for data analysis.

Study Design

A comprehensive literature reviews suggests that
many research studies have focused on mandated reporting

in regards to school personnel, but little, if any, has

been done to research the paraprofessionals who work with
the students in after school programs. In response to a

lack of research on the employees of after school
programs, this research study explored their resistances,

knowledge of, and attitudes towards mandated reporting of
child abuse.
This study utilized a quantitative approach by means

of a survey questionnaire. Participants were given a
packet that included an informed consent, the survey
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questionnaire, and a debriefing statement. After

completion of the questionnaire, participants put the

completed questionnaires and informed consents into two
separate enclosed boxes in order to ensure

confidentiality.
It is believed that a quantitative study was best

for this research study design due to the limited time

frame, lack of financial resources, and ensured

confidentiality. Another benefit to using this research
study design was that the data was able to be collected

from a large number of participants in a short period of

time, increasing the generalizability of the results.
Also, the use of self-administered questionnaires

eliminates possible researcher biases that could have

influenced respondents' interpretations of the survey
questions, thus skewing the results of the study.

Although there were many strengths to employing a

survey research design, there were some methodological
limitations . For example, some respondents may not have
answered questions truthfully or may have left some

questions unanswered. Also, using a self-administered

questionnaire approach eliminated the researchers'
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ability to ask follow-up questions, probe the

respondents, and observe non-verbal behaviors.
The research questions for this study are - What are
the educational paraprofessionals' perceived barriers and

resistances for not reporting child abuse? Do the
educational paraprofessionals believe they are aware of
the signs of child physical abuse, sexual abuse, and/or

neglect? Are the educational paraprofessionals
knowledgeable about the reporting process of child abuse?

Do the educational paraprofessionals' perceptions of
their role as mandated reporters affect their likelihood

to report child abuse? Does the paraprofessionals'
perceived quality of training influence their ability to
correctly report child abuse?

Sampling
Participants for this study were current employees
of a non-profit organization located in San Bernardino
County who work in an after school program meeting the

requirements of The No Child Left Behind Act of 2002. The
participants of this study included male and female

employees ranging in age, level of education, and years
of experience. The sampling method used in this research
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study was availability sampling. Using this convenient

sample of approximately 260 employees, it was hoped that
at least 80 participants would complete the survey

questionnaire.
The Program Director of the local non-profit

organization was contacted regarding approval of this
research study. In review of the research proposal, the

Program Director and the Human Resources Department

supports this research study.

Data Collection and Instruments
This study collected data by means of a

self-administered survey questionnaire titled "Educators
and Child Abuse Questionnaire" (see Appendix A) adapted

from Kenny (2004). Demographic information including age,
sex, highest degree of education, number of years
employed at the program, and the age of children that the

employee primarily works with, was collected. Next,
questions were asked regarding the employee's past
experience of reporting or not reporting child

maltreatment. Also, questions relating to the employee's
training of child abuse reporting were addressed. In

addition, a Likert scale ranging from "strongly agree" to
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"strongly disagree" was used to measure the

paraprofessionals' attitudes and beliefs towards mandated
reporting. Lastly, three vignettes of child abuse

reporting were given to gather data about whether or not
the employee is aware of the correct procedures to take

when making a child abuse report.
The independent variables, the paraprofessionals'

education and training, and the dependent variables, the

paraprofessionals' attitudes toward and knowledge of

mandated reporting, were measured using the "Educators
and Child Abuse Questionnaire" (ECAQ). The ECAQ consists

of demographic information, questions regarding child

maltreatment, training, attitudes and personal beliefs,
and three vignettes. The reliability and validity of this

instrument was not indicated in its previous research
study (Kenny, 2004).

Procedures
In order to conduct this research, approval was
first granted from the confidential afterschool program

agency. A research proposal and copy of the instrument
was provided in a meeting with the director and human

resource officer of the agency. This meeting occurred on
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November 16, 2009. Any questions or concerns the agency
had was addressed specifically at this time. A time line

of events and the specifics of how data was to be

collected from the participants were also finalized at
this meeting.

Participants include all of the afterschool

paraprofessionals who work for the agency; there are
approximately 260 individuals in this population.
Participants work at a variety of school sites, but come
into the agency twice a month to pick up payroll checks,

meet with their supervisors as needed, and receive agency
memos and policy changes. Data collection occurred on

January 26, 2010, when many of the employees came into
the agency to pick up their payroll checks. Packets were

made for each participant that included an informed

consent letter, the survey questionnaire, and a
debriefing statement.
On January 26, 2010 the researchers were in the
agency lobby asking participants as they come into the

office to take a voluntary five-minute survey
questionnaire. Voluntary participants received the

packets including the informed consent letter and

self-administered questionnaire. After reading the
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informed consent, participants consented to participate

in the research by marking an "X" on the informed consent
and placed the informed consent into the first enclosed
box. After consent was received, the participants
completed the survey questionnaire and anonymously placed

their questionnaire into the second enclosed collections

box. Once the questionnaire was completed, participants

read the debriefing statement and had the opportunity to
ask the researchers any questions, or speak to them about
any concerns. Participants then received one raffle

ticket which gave them the opportunity to win one of

three 25 dollar gift cards. All raffle tickets with
respondent's names were destroyed after the three winning

tickets were pulled.
Protection of Human Subj ects
The rights and welfare of all participants were

protected in this study. Informed consent was given to
participants to inform them of the purpose of this study.

Also included in the informed consent was a description

of the self-administered questionnaire and a
confidentiality notice indicating the participant's
identity will remain confidential throughout the study.
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Information regarding any foreseeable risks, of which
there are only minor risks, was is included in the

informed consent, as well as a list of the benefits of

participation, including the raffle for one of three

twenty five dollar gift cards. The questionnaires were
not numbered nor linked to the participants in any way to

ensure the confidentiality of the respondents. A

debriefing statement was included in the participation
packets. This statement included the contact information

of the faculty research advisor who is supervising this
project, as well as information of how the results of the
study can be obtained by the participants. Participants

dropped their completed survey into an enclosed
I

!'

collections box to further protect their anonymity.

f

/

Jr
1

The results of this research were given to the

agency following the completion of the research thesis
and at the agency's request. However, all participant

information will remain anonymous to ensure the

participant protection and confidentially. Any
information that could link data with an identity was
destroyed at the conclusion of this project.
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Data Analysis
The quantitative data gathered in this study was

analyzed by using a number of data analysis methods
designed to assess the relationship between the variables

in this study. Descriptive statistics including frequency
distributions, measures of central tendency and

variability were used to summarize the sampled
population.

Inferential statistics were utilized to assess the
relationship between the independent variables, including
the participants' education and training levels, and the

dependent variables, knowledge about and attitude towards

mandated reporting. Specifically t-tests and Spearman's
Rho were conducted based on the level of measurement the

data was collected at for any given variable. Finally,

frequency distribution was used to identify the barriers

to report child abuse as the sampled participants cited
them.

Summary
In this chapter the methodologies of this research

proj ect have been explored. A quantitative research
design using self-administered survey questionnaires were
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used. Participants were recruited from a confidential
afterschool program agency. The Educators and Child Abuse

Questionnaire was used to collect data regarding the
relationship between the participants' previous
experience with reporting child abuse as well as

education levels (independent variable.) to the
participants' attitudes about reporting abuse and

knowledge of mandated reporting (dependent variable).

Descriptive, inferential and frequency distribution
statistics were used to analyze the data collected in the
survey.
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CHAPTER FOUR
RESULTS
Introduction
This section will include the results received from
the self-administered ECAQ completed by the educational

paraprofessionals. Presented in this chapter is the

demographic information of the respondents, their past

experience of reporting child abuse, and vignettes to
test their knowledge of the child abuse reporting

process. A Likert scale was also used to assess their

attitudes and beliefs about child abuse and neglect.
Additionally, bivariate analyses in the form of t-tests

were conducted to determine relationships between the

dependent variables and independent variables.

Presentation of the Findings
Participants
There were a total of 120 educational

paraprofessionals who participated in this study.
Participants were grouped based on nine independent

variables, including age, gender, education level, years

of employment with the afterschool program, age group of
children the employee works with, whether the employee
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has ever suspect abuse at work, whether the employee has

ever reported abuse at work, and to whom the abuse was
reported. In Table 1, the ages of participants are

listed.

Table 1. Ages of the Participants

Variable
Age (N = 113)
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
34
35
37
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
52
54
55
58
64
66
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Frequency
(N)

Percentage
(%)

3
4
6
10
16
14
7
6
6
5
4
1
1
1
1
2
3
2
1
1
3
1
3
4
1
2
2
1
1
1

2.7%
3.5%
5.3%
8.8%
14.2%
12.4%
6.2%
5.3%
5.3%
4.4%
3.5%
.9%
.9%
.9%
.9%
1.8%
2.7%
1.8%
.9%
.9%
2.7%
.9%
2.7%
3.5%
.9%
1.8%
1.8%
.9%
.9%
.9%

One-hundred and thirteen participants provided their

age, which ranged from 18-66 year, with a mean age of
29.61 years (SD = 11.642). However, it should be noted
that although the ages of participants range, the

population is skewed towards a younger age, the median
being 24 years and the mode being 22 years.

Table 2. Gender of the Participants

Variable
Gender (N = 117)
Male
Female

Frequency
(N)

Percentage
(%)

28
89

23.9%
76.1%

One hundred and seventeen participants provided

their gender. Twenty-eight (23.9%) were male and 89
(76.1%) were female.

Table 3. Education Level of the Participants

Variable

Frequency
(N)

Percentage
(%)

43
51
21
3

36.4%
43.2%
17.8%
2.5%

Education Level (N=118)
HS Diploma/GED
AA or Equivalent
BA/BS Degree
Master's Degree
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One-hundred and eighteen participants provided their
level of education, ranging from high school diploma or
GED to a master's degree. Forty-three (36.4%)

participants reported that they have received a high

school diploma or GED, 51 (43.2%) reported to receiving
an AA degree or equivalent, 21 (17.8%) reported to

receiving a bachelor's degree, and three (2.5%) reported

to receiving a master's degree.

Table 4. Years of Employment with the Afterschool Program

Variable
Years
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10+

Frequency
(N)

Percentage
(%)

33
25
14
13
6
6
0
4
3
3
10

28.2%
21.4%
12.0%
11.1%
5.1%
5.1%
0.0%
3.4%
2.6%
2.6%
8.5%

Employed (N=117)
<1 year
<2 years
<3 years
<4 years
<5 years
<6 years
<7 years
<8 years
<9 years
<10 years
years

One-hundred and seventeen participants provided
their years of employment with the after school program.

Years of employment ranged from less than one year to
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more than 10 years, with a mode of less than one year and
a median of two (but less than three) years.

Table 5. Age Group of Children the Employee Works With

Variable
Age Group (N=119)
Elementary
Middle/Jr. High
High School
Varies everyday
Other

Frequency
(N)

Percentage
(%)

102
1
6
8
2

85.7%
.8%
5.0%
6.7%
1.7%

One-hundred and nineteen participants provided the
age group of children that they work with. The majority

(85.7%) of employees work with elementary age children
every day. The remaining employees work with
middle/junior high school students (0.8%), high school
students (5%), substitute in schools thus varying
everyday (6.7%), or other (1.7%).
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Table 6. Employees' Suspicion of Child Abuse in the After

School Program and Likelihood of Reporting the Suspected

Abuse

Variable
Suspected Abuse (N = 120)
Yes
No
Reported Suspected Abuse (N = 39)
Yes
No

Frequency
(N)

Percentage
(%)

40
80

33.3%
66.7%

33
6

84.6%
15.4%

All 120 participants answered the question, "In your

current after school employment position, have you ever
suspected a child had been or was being abused?" Forty
(33.3%) employees reported that they have suspected child

abuse in their current employment and 80 (66.7%) reported
that they have not. Of the 40 employees who have
suspected child abuse at the after school program, 39

employees answered the question, "Have you ever reported
suspected abuse?" Thirty-three (84.6%) indicated that

they made a child abuse report and 6 (15.4%) did not.
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Table 7. To Whom the Employee Reported the Child Abuse

Variable

To Whom Abuse was Reported to (N = 60)
Police
CPS
Program Admin.
Site Leader
Parent

Frequency
(N)

Percentage
(%)

4
17
16
22
1

6.7%
28.3%
26.7%
36.7%
1.7%

The 33 employees who’ indicated they reported

suspected child abuse were asked to whom they reported
the abuse. Participants were able to choose more than one

answer, thus 60 answers were provided. Four (6.7%)
reports were made to the police, 17 (28.3%) reports were

made to CPS, 16 (26.7%) reports were made to the program
administration, 22 (36.7%) reports were made to the site

leader, and 1 (1.7%) report was made to the parent.
Design
The first research question explored the educational

paraprofessionals' perceived barriers and resistances to
reporting child abuse. To investigate this, participants

who had real-life experience in reporting child abuse

were asked to indicate if they ever had difficulty
deciding to report suspected child abuse. Those who did
have difficulty deciding were asked to check their
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Table 8. Real-Life Situations: Perceived Barriers to
Reporting Child Abuse

Frequency
(N)

Percentage
(%)

Fear of Making an Inaccurate Report

22

68.8%

Misinterpreting Cultural Discipline
Styles

12

37.5%

No Physical Injury Visible

10

31.3%

Other Reasons Unspecified

7

21.9%

Feeling Reports Bring Negative
Consequences

6

18.8%

Anticipating Unpleasant Events

5

15.6%

Knowing the Child's Parent

4

12.5%

Feeling as Though CPS Does Not
Offer Help

4

12.5%

Not Wanting to Participate in Legal
Preceding

3

9.4%

Not Wanting to Appear Foolish

2

6.3%

Feeling as Though it is Not My Job

0

0%

Variable

Barriers (N = 32)

specific barriers to reporting from a list (see. Table 8).
Additionally, all participants were given hypothetical
vignettes to help them identify perceived barriers and
resistances to reporting. In both the real-life

situations (68.8%) and the hypothetical vignettes
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(62.8%), the most common perceived barrier to reporting
was fear of making an inaccurate report.

Table 9. Hypothetical Vignettes: Perceived Barriers to
Reporting Child Abuse

Frequency
(N)

Percentage
(%)

Fear of Making an Inaccurate Report

59

62.8%

Misinterpreting Cultural Discipline
Styles

3

3.2%

No Physical Injury Visible

13

13.8%

Feeling Reports Bring Negative
Consequences

3

3.2%

Anticipating Unpleasant Events

8

8.5%

Knowing the Child's Parent

9

9.6%

Feeling as Though CPS Does Not
Offer Help

1

1.1%

Not Wanting to Participate in Legal
Preceding

4

4.3% ■

Not Wanting to Appear Foolish

12

12.8%

Feeling as Though it is Not My Job

4

4.3%

Variable

Barriers (N = 94)

The next research question studied the

paraprofessionals' perceived knowledge of the signs of
child physical abuse, neglect, and sexual abuse.
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One-hundred and nineteen participants were asked to
self-report their opinions of how aware they are of the
signs of child abuse. Overall, the majority of

participants agreed (n = 69, 68%) or strongly agreed
(n = 40, 33.3%) that they are able to recognize the signs

of child physical abuse. Similarly, the majority of

participants agreed (n = 70, 58.3%) or strongly agreed
(n = 35, 29.2%) that they are able to recognize the signs
of child neglect. However, the majority of participants

agreed (n = 48, 40%) or are undecided (n = 33, 27.5%)
when asked if they were aware of the signs of child

sexual abuse.

Table 10. Employees' Perceived Knowledge of the Signs of

Child Physical Abuse, Neglect, and Sexual Abuse

Variable

Physical
Abuse

Neglect

Sexual
Abuse

(N)

(%)

(N)

(%)

(N)

(%)

Strongly Disagree

1

0.8

0

0

1

0.8

Disagree

1

0.8

1

0.8

7

5.8

Undecided

8

6.7

13

10.9

33

27.5

Agree

69

57.5

70

58.8

48

40

Strongly Agree

40

33.3

35

29.2

30

25

48

/

Participants were also asked if they believed they
had to be very sure that the child abuse has occurred

when making a report. One hundred and nineteen
participants responded and the majority agreed (n = 48,
40.3%) or strongly agreed (n = 37, 31.1%) that they must
be very sure.

Next, participants were asked to measure their

attitudes regarding awareness of their employer's child
abuse reporting procedures. One-hundred and eighteen

participants responded, overwhelmingly the majority of
the population indicated they strongly agreed (n = 52,

44.1%) or agreed (n = 48, 40.7%) that they are aware of

these procedures. Further, nine participants (7.6%) are

undecided, six (5.1%) participants disagree, and three
(2.5%) strongly disagree that they are aware of their
employer's child abuse reporting procedures.
To further test this research question, the
educational paraprofessionals were asked to answer three

vignettes regarding to whom they would report child

physical abuse, neglect, and sexual abuse to. These
vignettes were created to elicit the paraprofessionals'
actual knowledge of the appropriate reporting procedures.
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Participants were able to give more than one response if
they felt it was necessary.
The first vignette was about child physical abuse,

which included enough information to indicate that it

should be reported to CPS. However, the majority of
responses indicated they would report this issue to the

site leader (n = 78, 51%) and only 26 (17%) would report
this to CPS.
Another vignette was about child neglect, which also
included enough information to indicate that it should be

reported to CPS. Again, the maj ority of responses
indicated that the report would be made to parties other

than CPS. Fifty-one (35.2%) reports would be made to the

site leader, 44 (30.3%) reports would be made to the
program administration, and only 26 (17.9%) reports would

be made to CPS.
Additionally, a vignette regarding child sexual

abuse was presented. In this scenario the appropriate
reporting party was the police, not CPS, due to the

relationship of the perpetrator to the child. However,
/

the majority of responses indicated that reports would be

made to CPS (n = 41, 25.3%) or the site leader (n = 40,
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24.7%). Thirty-two (19.8%) reports would be made to the
police.

Bl Sexual
o Neglect

‘ Physical

Figure 1. Educational Paraprofessionals' Trends in
Reporting Child Physical Abuse, Neglect, and Sexual Abuse

A t-test bivariate analysis was run to indicate the
relationship between the paraprofessionals' perceived

quality of training and their ability to make a correct
report. Participants who agreed their mandated child

abuse training was adequate were more likely to
self-report that they were aware of the signs of child

neglect (M = 4.26, SD = 0.597) than those who did not

feel the training was adequate (M = 3.75, SD = 0.716).
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These findings were statistically significant

(t (116) = 3.328, p = .00) .

A similar relationship was found between

participants who felt the training was adequate and their
perceived ability to identify the signs of child sexual

abuse. Those who perceive the training was adequate are
more likely to believe they are aware of the signs of
child sexual abuse (M = 3.95, SD - 0.901) than those who
did not feel the training was adequate (M = 3.25,

SD = 0.716). These findings were also statistically

significant (t(116) = 3.262, p = .00).

Additionally, this relationship was found between

participants who felt the training was adequate and
self-reports of their ability to identify the signs of
child physical abuse. Those who perceive the training was

adequate are more likely to believe they are aware of the

signs of child physical abuse (M - 4.31, SD = 0.649) than
those who did not feel the training was adequate

(M = 3.85, SD = 0.745). These findings were also
statistically significant (t(116) = 2.794, p = .01).
However, whether or not participants felt they were

adequately trained had little effect on if the person
made a correct report. No statistically significant
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findings were found relating these perceptions of

adequate training to making correct child neglect reports
(t (117) = -0.238, p = .81), sexual abuse reports

(t(117) = -0.729, p = .47), or child physical abuse
(t(117) = -0.817, p = .42).
To measure the attitudes of employees about their
role as a mandated reporter, participants were asked if

they felt that they should not be mandated to report
child abuse. One-hundred and nineteen participants
responded and the majority strongly disagreed (n = 76,

63.9%) or disagreed (n = 33, 27.7%). Participants were
also asked if, as employees, they felt they should have

an obligation to report child abuse. One-hundred and
seventeen participants responded and the majority
strongly agreed (n = 57, 48.7%) or agreed (n = 47,

40.2%).
An interesting finding was the difference between
the participants perceived scope of the issue of child

abuse. One-hundred and nineteen participants responded,

56 (47.1%) agreed and 46 (38.7%) strongly agreed that
child abuse is a serious problem in society; however, 49

(41.2%) disagreed and 45 (37.8%) were undecided about
whether they felt child abuse was a serious problem in
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their school. A Spearman's Rho correlation test was run

between the two variables and a weak positive
relationship (S = 0.278) was found (Grinnell & Unrau,
2008).

A t-test bivariate analysis was run to determine the
relationship between employees' previous experience

making a CPS report and their feelings regarding child

abuse being a serious problem at their school. The
findings indicate that respondents who have made reports

to CPS in the past were more likely to feel that child

abuse is a serious problem at their school (M = 3.0,
SD = 1.026) than those who have not made a CPS report

(M = 2.48, SD = 0.919). These findings were statistically
significant (t(117) = -2.198, p - 0.03).

A similar correlation was found between participants
who have suspected abuse while at work and their feelings

regarding child abuse being a serious problem at their
school. The results found that respondents who have
suspected child abuse at their school were more likely to

feel that child abuse is a serious problem at their

school (M = 2.88, SD = 0.939) than those who have not

(M = 2.43, SD = 0.929). These findings were also
statistically significant (t(117) = 2.457, p = 0.02),
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Summary
This chapter discussed the results of the

self-administered questionnaires completed by educational
paraprofessionals. Univariate demographic data was
presented to provide personal data regarding the sample.

Bivariate analyses including t-tests and Spearman's Rho
were used to explore the relationship between the

independent and dependent variables.
Results indicated that fear of making an inaccurate

report was the most common perceived barrier to reporting
child abuse. Also, although respondents self-reported an

awareness of the signs of child abuse, in the vignettes
the majority of respondents did not report the abuse to

the correct party.

Additionally, perceptions of adequacy in training
did not influence the respondents' ability to correctly

report child abuse and the population overwhelmingly felt
they should be mandated to report child abuse. Finally it
was found that the best indicator for participants to

make the correct child abuse report was having previously
suspected child abuse or having experience reporting

child abuse to CPS.
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CHAPTER FIVE

DISCUSSION

Introduction
This study examined the resistances and barriers

that educational paraprofessionals experience when faced
with the decision to report child abuse. Additionally,
this study explored the participants' knowledge of the

reporting process and their attitudes about the mandated
reporting law. This chapter includes a discussion of the

findings, the limitations of the research, and
recommendations for future social work practice, policy,
and research.

Discussion
To obtain background information on the population's

reporting experience, the participants were asked about
their prior suspicions of child abuse while at work. The

results show that one in three (n = 40) of the sampled

employees have suspected child abuse at work. Those who

stated they have suspected child abuse while at work were
asked if they have reported these suspicions. Nearly 85%

(n=33) of the participants stated that they have reported
their child abuse suspicions. This is an important
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finding because it shows that this population is very

likely to report child abuse if they suspect that it has
occurred.

However, when further asked to whom these suspicions
were reported to, only 28.3% (n = 17) of the reports were

made to CPS. The majority of reports were made
internally, to either the Site Leaders (n=22, 36.7%) or
the Program Administration (n = 16, 26.7%). It is unclear

though, if those reports ultimately resulted in a report

to CPS. The results show that the educational
paraprofessionals thought that making a report to their

superiors fulfilled their mandated reporting obligation.
However, this is in direct violation of California's
mandated reporting law. California law states that,
the mandated reporter shall make an initial report

to the agency immediately, or as soon as it is
practically possible, by telephone and the mandated

reporter shall prepare and send, fax, or

electronically transmit a written followup report
thereof within 36 hours of receiving the information
concerning the incident.
para. 15)

57

(California Law, 2009,

Prior research indicates that it is common practice
for schools to have mandated reporting procedures that

conflict with the California law. These conflicting
policies can lead to mandated reporter confusion

regarding appropriate reporting procedures (Hinson &
Fossey, 2000; Kenny, 2004). It is unknown if the

participants in this study were following program policy

by reporting child abuse to their superiors. It is clear,
however, that the participants are experiencing confusion
about how to make a report as they indicated that they

have reported by telling their superiors about their
suspicions.

Using the ecological systems theory and previous
research, it was hypothesized that the participants would
cite outside reasons or other systems for their barriers

to reporting child abuse (Hepworth et al., 2006; Svensson
& Janson, 2008). The results show this hypothesis to be
valid. Overwhelmingly, fear of making an inaccurate
report was the most common noted barrier to reporting.

Other commonly cited barriers include fear of
misinterpreting a cultural discipline style, not wanting

to appear foolish, and knowing the child's parents (see
Tables 8 & 9). It appears that when deciding to make a
58

report of child abuse, the mandated reporters were
affected by outside sources beyond the evidence of their
suspicions.

Another interesting belief that the majority of
participants expressed, was that they must be very sure
the abuse has occurred before making a child abuse

report. However, the California Law states only a

"reasonable suspicion" is necessary to make a report.
According to the California penal code 11166.05(1), a

"reasonable suspicion means that it is objectively

reasonable for a person to entertain a suspicion based

upon facts..." (California Law, 2009, para. 15) .

It appears that this belief among mandated reporters
that they must be "very sure" to make a report may be

acting as a common and significant barrier to reporting
suspicions that could likely result in a valid child
abuse report. It is beliefs like these that could be

leaving children at risk to suffer further abuse and
perhaps even death. Most startling is how easily this

barrier could be reasonably dispelled with appropriate
and comprehensive training about the level of suspicion

that is required to make a child abuse report.
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Overall, the participant indicated that they were

very aware of the signs of child physical abuse and

neglect, but less aware of the signs of child sexual

abuse. Supporting this belief was their actions in the

hypothetical vignettes. When presented with symptoms of
abuse, very few participants indicated that they would

take no action (See Figure 1). The results that few

participants would take no action supports that the

mandated reporters have received adequate training on how
to identify the signs and symptoms of abuse. These

results further indicate that the major barriers to
reporting are the paraprofessionals' system-influenced
barriers, rather than their ability to identify the

abuse.
Also, the majority of participants, 98 out of■119
(82.4%), felt that they did receive adequate mandated

reporter training when hired. Although, when given
vignettes and asked to whom they would report physical
abuse, neglect, and sexual abuse to, there were no

significant findings between believing they had adequate
training and reporting to the correct party.
In fact, most of the mandated reporters were unable

to appropriately report the abuse in the hypothetical
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vignettes (See Figure 1). On average, less than one in

five reports were made according to California's mandated
reporting policies. This evidence further supports the
notion that mandated reporters are greatly affected by

factors outside of training policies and awareness of the
symptoms of abuse when deciding to report.
Matthews and Bross (2008) researched the populations

that made the majority of substantiated child abuse
reports. Their findings indicated that two out of three

reports were made by mandated reporters. However, one of
their implications for further research was to

investigate if mandated reporters' perceptions of their

mandated reporter role affected their likelihood to
report suspected cases of abuse. To address this
limitation, the educational paraprofessionals were asked

to rate their opinion of their mandatory reporting role.
Overwhelmingly, the responses indicated that the

participants strongly agreed or agreed (88.9%) that they
should be mandated to report child abuse. Contrary to the
hypothesis, no significant correlation was found between
the likelihood to report and the perceptions of their
role as mandated reporters.
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An unexpected finding was the frequency of which

participants felt child abuse was a problem in society as
compared to those who felt child abuse was a problem at

their school. Most participants (85.8%) felt that child

abuse was a serious problem in society, yet only 11.8%

felt that it was a serious problem at their schools. This
was surprising, as San Bernardino is a community with a

comparatively high rate of allegations of child abuse. In
fact, nearly two in every 25 children in San Bernardino

has been involved in a child abuse investigation (Center

for Social Services Research: University of California at

Berkeley, 2009).
These results show that the participants are able to

conceptualize child abuse as a serious global issue, yet

they are unwilling to localize the problem. This

phenomenon can be explained with the use of cognitive
dissonance theory. When a mandated reporter fails to take

action on suspected child abuse, it is in conflict with
their belief that child abuse is occurring as well as
their positive self-concept which tells the individual

that they are a moral and good person.
This conflict could be resolved by either changing

the behavior (to reporting the suspicion) or by
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justifying the behavior by changing the conflicting

cognition or adding new cognitions (Changing Minds,
2010}. In order to accommodate the lack of reporting, it

appears there is a tendency for the paraprofessionals to
change their cognitions about the local problem which
resolved the conflict and reinforces the positive self

concept (Arson, 1997). The end result is a dissonance
between their perceptions of the global issue versus the
local issue, despite the evidence that child abuse is
occurring in their schools.

To further support that cognitive dissonance theory

is relevant, the results showed that the participants who
have previously made CPS reports were more likely to

believe that child abuse is a serious problem at their
schools. The employees who have made a CPS report were
not experiencing dissonance with their beliefs that child

abuse is a local problem; therefore, there was no need to

change, justify, or add to their cognitions.
Limitations
This study has several limitations that restrict the

generalizability of the results. For example, certain

demographic populations were not represented in the
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sample. Specifically, the majority of participants had a

high school diploma, AA degree, or bachelor's degree and
participants with a master's degree were greatly

underrepresented. This caused difficulty in using level
of education as an independent variable, affecting the
ability to achieve a significant finding regarding the
correlation between the population's education and their

reporting behaviors.

Another demographic limitation was that the majority
of participants (85.7%) worked with elementary age
children. Mandated reporters working in middle and high

schools were largely absent from this study, skewing the

results. To better generalize the results this population
should be better represented.
Additionally, this sample only consisted of

educational paraprofessionals from the city of San

Bernardino. Thus, the results of this study cannot

necessarily be generalized to the County of San

Bernardino, the State of California, or nationwide.
A further limitation is that this research only
asked the educational paraprofessionals' their opinion

about receiving adequate training but did not investigate
the actual training itself. This made it difficult to

64

analyze whether or not the participants were in fact
adequately trained on California's mandated reporting
policy.
Finally, as previous research indicates, program

procedures and policies often conflict with the legal

mandated reporting laws (Hinson & Fossey, 2000; Kenny,

2004). A significant limitation was that the actual
policies and procedures of the researched program were
not investigated. Thus, it is unknown if the program's

mandated reporting policies conflict with California's

mandated reporting laws. This further complicates the
ability to analyze the adequacy of the participants'

training.

Recommendations for Social Work
Practice, Policy and Research
The results of this research are relevant to the
practice of social work for a number of reasons. Fist

social workers are in a role to be receiving the mandated
child abuse reports. Research that lends to further

understand the mandated reporters' experiences can be

useful for social workers to respond appropriately to the

mandated reporters as well as act to positively reinforce
the reporting behaviors.
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Another reason this research is relevant is because

social workers are often in the role of mandated reporter
trainers. Research that gives further understanding to
the barriers and resistances perceived by the mandated

reporters can help to prepare these trainers to develop
comprehensive and adequate mandated reporter trainings.
For this reason, implications for future mandated

reporter trainings can be derived from the results of

this study. For example, trainings should consist of
information about the common barriers to reporting and
education about how to overcome these barriers. This will

help to improve the frequency of valid child abuse
reports.

Additionally, mandated reporter training can be
improved by tailoring the training to include local

statistics based on the community the trainees serve. For
example, knowledge of the fact that nearly two out of

every 25 children in San Bernardino have been

investigated for child abuse (Center for Social Services
Research: University of California at Berkeley, 2009) may

cause the employees' actions to change. According to the

cognitive dissonance theory, strengthening one's
cognitive awareness can result in a change of behaviors
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(Changing Minds, 2010). By localizing the issue, mandated

reporters will be challenged to modify their behaviors

rather than their perceptions in order to reconcile their
cognitive dissonance. To strengthen this hypothesis,

further research can be beneficial to future social work
practice.
Today a great number of mandated reporter trainings,
including the training received by this population, are

conducted by the organization's Human Resources
department. These trainings are often presented to the

employees from the perspective of legal issues and why

mandated child abuse reports must be made to prevent the
employee from being sued or fired. Perhaps in these
trainings the perspectives of the child safety issues are
secondary or missed all together. The findings of this

research indicate a need for professional trainings from

social workers who can bring the importance of child
safety, well-being and permanency into the mindset of the

mandated reporters. This will result in a more

comprehensive view of the CPS goals and values, as well
as a deeper understanding of the value in reporting
suspected child abuse.
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Finally, since this study consisted of several

limitations, future research can include a more
generalizable population. For example, participants

should include a broader representation of educational

backgrounds and the ages of children the participants
serve.
Conclusion

This chapter discussed the results of this study

which includes the commonly perceived barriers to
reporting child abuse and the relationship between

ecological systems theory and the interpretation of these

resistances. An unanticipated discrepancy was found
regarding the mandated reporters' perceived scope of the

issue of child abuse and cognitive dissonance theory was
presented to explain this trend. Additionally, the

limitations of this study and recommendations for future

social work practice and research were discussed.
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Educators and Child Abuse Questionnaire

Child Maltreatment

For all the questions that follow,
Neglect is defined as the failure to act on behalf of the child. It may be thought of as
childrearing practices which are essentially inadequate or dangerous and include such things
as not providing the basic necessities for a child (i.e.food, shelter, clothes) and also denying a
child medical attention.
Physical abuse is defined as non-accidental injury to a child by a caretaker.
Sexual abuse is defined as any act of a sexual nature upon or with a child. The act may be for
the sexual gratification of the perpetrator or a third party.

In your current CAPS employment, have you ever suspected a child had been or was being
abused?
1. Yes
2. No
Ifyes, have you ever reported suspected abuse?

1. Yes
2. No
Ifyes, who have you report the abuse to? (check all that apply)

1. Police Department
2. Child Abuse Reporting Hotline
3. School or YMCA administration
4. Site Lead
5. Parents of the child(ren).
Have there ever been times when you have found it very difficult to decide whether or not to
report suspected child abuse?
1. Yes
2. No
Ifyes, what impacted your decision not to report. Check all that apply.

____
____
____
____
____
____
____
____
____
____
____

Fear of making an inaccurate report
Not wanting to appear foolish
Anticipating unpleasant events to follow (i.e. family getting mad)
Feeling as though CPS does not generally offer help to maltreated children
Not wanting to get caught up in legal proceedings
Believing reporting abuse only brings about negative consequences for the family
and child
Feeling as though it is not my job
Fear of misinterpreting cultural discipline styles
No physical injury visible, just the child’s self report
Knowing parents and feeling they are motivated for treatment and remorseful
Other (please specify)_________________________________________
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Training

Do you feel the training you have received as a CAPS employee has adequately addressed
child abuse reporting?
1. Yes
2. No
IfnO) what do you feel your training was lacking in regards to assisting you in child abuse

reporting? (check all that apply)
____ Not sure what constitutes child abuse
____ Not sure of mandated reporting legal requirements
____ Never practiced the skills in training
____ Not sure how to make a child abuse report
____
Other, (please specify)________________________________________
Attitudes/Personal Beliefs
Please circle your response.
AU parents have the right to discipline their children in whatever manner they see fit.

Strongly Agree
5

Agree
4

Undecided
3

Disagree
2

Strongly Disagree
1

CAPS employees should not be mandated to report child abuse.

Strongly Agree
5

Agree
4

Undecided
3

Disagree
2

Strongly Disagree
1

I am aware of my employer’s procedures for child abuse reporting.

Strongly Agree
5

Agree
4

Undecided
3

Disagree
2

Strongly Disagree
1

I feel that administration would support me if I made a child abuse report.

Strongly Agree
5

Agree
4

Undecided
3

Disagree
2

Strongly Disagree
1

I feel that the training I have received as a CAPS employee has prepared me to identify
the signs and symptoms of child abuse.

Strongly Agree
5

Agree
4

Undecided
3

Disagree
2

Strongly Disagree
1

Disagree
2

Strongly Disagree
1

Disagree
2

Strongly Disagree
1

Child abuse is a serious problem in our society.

Strongly Agree
5

Agree
4

Undecided
3

Child abuse is a serious problem in my school.

Strongly Agree
5

Agree
4

Undecided
3
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In my current place of employment, I should have an obligation to report child abuse in
the state of California.

Strongly Agree
5

Agree
4

Undecided
3

Disagree
2

Strongly Disagree
1

Disagree
2

Strongly Disagree
1

Disagree
2

Strongly Disagree
1

Disagree
2

Strongly Disagree
1

Disagree
2

Strongly Disagree
1

I am aware of the signs of child neglect.

Strongly Agree
5

Agree
4

Undecided
3

I am aware of the signs of child sexual abuse.

Strongly Agree
5

Agree
4

Undecided
3

I am aware of the signs of child physical abuse.

Strongly Agree
5

Agree
4

Undecided
3

Parents spanking their child is a form of child abuse.

Strongly Agree
5

Agree
4

Undecided
3

If I suspect child abuse and my supervisor advises me not to report, I would still make
the report.

Strongly Agree
5

Agree
4

Undecided
3

Disagree
2

Strongly Disagree
1

I must be very sure that the child abuse has occurred when I make a report.

Strongly Agree
5

Agree
4

Undecided
3

Disagree
2

Strongly Disagree
1

Vignettes

For each of the following, indicate what course of action, if any, you would take.
Case #1
You notice that your student has a large bruise on her back and you ask what happened. The
student avoids eye contact with you and tells you that she fell down. You do not believe that
her story is consistent with the injury. In this instance, I would contact the: (circle one)
1. Police Department
2. Child Abuse Reporting Hotline
3. School or YMCA administration
4. Site Lead
5. Parents of the child(ren).
6. Take no action
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If you do not take action, what impacted your decision not to report? (Check the most
important reason).
____
Fear of making an inaccurate report
____
Not wanting to appear foolish
____
Anticipating unpleasant events to follow
____
Feeling as though CPS does not generally offer help to maltreated children
____
Not wanting to get caught up in legal proceedings
____
Reporting abuse only brings about negative consequences for the family and
child
____
Feeling as though it is not my job
____
Fear of misinterpreting cultural discipline styles
____ No physical injury visible, just the child’s self report
____
Knowing parents and feeling they are motivated for treatment and remorseful

Case #2
Your student tells you that his neighbor has been touching him in ways that make him feel
uncomfortable. In this instance, I would contact the: (circle one)
1. Police Department
2. Child Abuse Reporting Hotline
3. School or YMCA administration
4. Site Lead
5. Parents of the child(ren).
6. Take no action
If you do not take action, what impacted your decision not to report? (Check the most
important reason).
____
Fear of making an inaccurate report
____
Not wanting to appear foolish
____
Anticipating unpleasant events to follow
____
Feeling as though CPS does not generally offer help to maltreated children
____ Not wanting to get caught up in legal proceedings
____
Reporting abuse only brings about negative consequences for the family and
child
____
Feeling as though it is not my job
____
Fear of misinterpreting cultural discipline styles
____ No physical injury visible, just the child’s self report
____
Knowing parents and feeling they are motivated for treatment and remorseful
Case #3
You have a student who often steals and hoards snack. Also, she often has poor hygiene and
frequently comes to school wearing torn and filthy clothing. In this instance, I would contact
the: (circle one)
1. Police Department
2. Child Abuse Reporting Hotline
3. School or YMCA administration
4. Site Lead
5. Parents of the child(ren).
6. Take no action
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If you do not take action, what impacted your decision not to report? (Check the most
important reason).
____
Fear of making an inaccurate report
____ Not wanting to appear foolish
____
Anticipating unpleasant events to follow
____
Feeling as though CPS does not generally offer help to maltreated children
____ Not wanting to get caught up in legal proceedings
____
Reporting abuse only brings about negative consequences for the family and
child
____
Feeling as though it is not my job
____
Fear of misinterpreting cultural discipline styles
____
No physical injury visible, just the child’s self report
____
Knowing parents and feeling they are motivated for treatment and remorseful
THANK YOU VERY MUCH FOR YOUR TIME!

Please make sure you fill out a raffle ticket to be entered into
the drawing for a variety of prizes!

© Maureen C. Kenny 2000
Please write for copy permission to Maureen C. Kenny, Ph.D., Florida International
University, College ofEducation, University Park, ZEB 238 B, Miami, Florida 33199.

If this instrument is usedfor any purpose (research, clinical, teaching) please site the source
as follows: Kenny, M. (2000) Educators and Child Abuse Questionnaire.
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INFORMED CONSENT
The study in which you are being asked to participate is designed to investigate educational
paraprofessionals’ knowledge of and barriers to reporting child abuse. This study is being
conducted by Randi Furman and Audrey Lipskey, Master of Social Work graduate students
under the supervision of Dr. Ray Liles, School of Social Work, California State University,
San Bernardino. This study has been approved by the Social Work Human Subjects
Sub-Committee of the Institutional Review Board, California State University, San
Bernardino.
PURPOSE: The purpose of this study is to investigate the educational paraprofessionals’

knowledge of child abuse and the reporting law and to identify the barriers and resistances that
paraprofessionals within the educational field have to reporting child abuse.
DESCRIPTION: You are being asked to complete a self-administered questionnaire survey.

You will be asked questions regarding your demographic information, experience in reporting
child abuse, mandated child abuse reporting training, and attitudes and personal beliefs
regarding child maltreatment and the reporting process.
PARTICIPATION: Participation is completely voluntary and refusal to participate will not

involve penalty or loss of benefits. You are entitled to discontinue participation at any time
without penalty.
CONFIDENTIALITY: The rights and welfare of all participants will be protected in this

study. The questionnaires will not be numbered nor linked to the participants in any way to
ensure the confidentiality of the respondents. Participants will drop their completed survey
into a locked collections box to further protect their anonymity.
DURATION: Completion of the survey will take approximately five minutes.
RISKS: There are no foreseeable risks to your participation in the research.

BENEFITS: No direct benefits to the participants will occur as a result of this study.

However, upon completion of the survey, an opportunity to enter a raffle will be provided in
which three participants will receive a $25 gift card to Starbucks. Also, indirect benefits to the
participants could be foreseeable in the future because this research could contribute to the
enhancement of the child welfare system.
VIDEO/AUDIO/PHOTO GRAPH: There will be no video recording, audio recording, or

photographs taken during this research study.
CONTACT: If you have questions about this project, please contact our research supervisor,

Dr. Ray Liles, School of Social Work, California State University, San Bernardino, 5500
University Parkway, San Bernardino, CA 92407, reliles@csusb.edu, (909) 537- 5557.
RESULTS: The results of this research project will be available at the Pfau Library,

California State University, San Bernardino after September 2010.

Place a check mark here

Date
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DEBRIEFING STATEMENT

Thank you for participating in this research. The study in which you have just
participated in will investigate the educational paraprofessionals’ knowledge of child

abuse and the reporting law as well as study the barriers and resistances that
paraprofessionals within the educational field have to reporting child abuse. The

responses will provide important feedback to the researchers that may positively

influence the current child welfare mandated reporting system.

Please be aware that your survey answers will be held in strict confidence and
that you will in no way receive penalties or loss of benefits by choosing not to

participate in this study.

A copy of the outcome of this study, titled “Educational Paraprofessionals’
Knowledge About and Barriers to Reporting Child Abuse,” will be available in the

California State University, San Bernardino Pfau Library after June 2010. Please
consult with the research librarian for the exact location.

If you should have any questions or concerns about this research project, you
may contact our research advisor Dr. Ray Liles, at reliles@csusb.edu or
(909) 537-5557.

78

APPENDIX D
DEMOGRAPHICS

79

Demographics

Age:________
Sex: (please circle one)
1. Male
2. Female

Highest degree you hold: (please circle one)
1. High School Diploma or GED
2. AA Degree or equivalent in college credits
3. Bachelor’s Degree
4. Master’s Degree
5. PhD/Doctorate
How long have you been employed with the CAPS program:_________

What age group of children do you primarily work with while at your CAPS school site?
1. Elementary School Students
2. Middle or Junior High School Students
3. High School Students
4. It varies everyday
5. Other_____________________________ (please specify)
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